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John Dewey and Citizen Politics: 
How Democracy Can Survive Artificial 
Intelligence and the Credo of Efficiency
Harry C. Boyte
Intolerance, abuse, calling of names because of differences 
of opinion about religion or politics or business, as well as 
because of differences of race, color, wealth or degree of 
culture are treason to the democratic way of life. Merely 
legal guarantees of the civil liberties of free belief, free 
expression, free assembly are of little avail if the give and 
take of ideas, facts, experiences, is choked by mutual sus-
picion, by abuse, by fear and hatred.
—John Dewey, “Creative Democracy—The Task before 
Us”
 Without some kind of oversight, the golem, not God, 
might emerge from machines . . . it is naïve to believe 
that government is competent, let alone in a position 
to control the development and deployment of robots, 
self-generating algorithms, and artificial intelligence. 
Business is self-interested and resists regulation. We, the 
people, are on our own here . . . 
—Sue Halpern, “How Robots & Algorithms Are Tak-
ing Over”
In the past the man has been first. In the future the Sys-
tem must be first. 
—Frederick Winslow Taylor, Principles of Scientific 
Management
I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.
—“Invictus,” Nelson Mandela’s favorite poem
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Abstract
In this essay, drawn from the 2017 Dewey lecture for the John Dewey Society, I argue 
that a positive response to the question raised by nine scientists in a Scientific Ameri-
can essay, “Will Democracy Survive Big Data and Artificial Intelligence?”, February 
25, 2017, requires a different kind of politics, citizen-centered, educative, productive, 
and empowering, as well as places to learn and practice such politics. Drawing on 
Dewey’s 1902 speech, “The School as Social Center,” I suggest schools embedded in 
communities as potential “free space” for citizen politics which transforms the wide-
spread sense of victimhood into civic agency. This kind of politics in community-
embedded schools can counter what Robert Kanigel calls the “Credo of Rational 
Efficiency” that drives civic unravelling, growing powerlessness, and a Manichean 
politics, accelerated by Big Data and Artificial Intelligence. Manichean politics is 
especially corrosive and disempowering and derives from the fact that hatred is the 
most efficient emotion to activate for cheap, quick political results.  The essay details 
examples of citizen politics and signs of public interest in schools as free spaces.
Citizen Politics, John Dewey, and the Crisis in “Modernity” 
Can we become masters of our fate in an age of smart machines governed by an 
efficiency creed, with its conviction that “the system is the solution”? In this 2017 
Dewey Lecture I answer affirmatively the question raised by nine scientists in a 
Scientific American essay, “Will Democracy Survive Big Data and Artificial Intel-
ligence?”1 I argue that we need a different kind of politics, citizen centered, educa-
tive, and empowering, as well as places to learn such politics and put it into practice. 
Drawing on Dewey, I use schools embedded in communities as a case study for 
developing civic power.
Early in his career as a radiation oncologist, O. Carl Simonton discovered 
that a significant factor in cancer patients’ survival was the conviction “that they 
exerted some influence over the course of their disease.” This “mind-body link,” 
initially scorned in positivist medicine, has become accepted over time.2 I follow 
Simonton. Belief in agency makes a difference in our fate as it does in treating cancer. 
My belief grows from a tradition of politics, democracy, and social thought 
which puts citizens at the center, with their ineluctable inefficiency.3 I experienced 
this politics firsthand in the freedom movement as a young man. Citizen politics 
differs from the efficiency logic of government and markets. John Dewey was an 
eloquent theorist and promoter of this democratic tradition. Here I draw from his 
1902 speech, “The School as Social Center,” and also other deep resources, including 
the Catholic and conservative schools of thought which Dewey opposed, “power 
and love” and “developmental politics” from the freedom movement, community 
organizing politics, cultural politics, public deliberative politics, and public work 
politics, an integrative framework which builds on and enriches the other forms 
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of citizen politics. I argue that these counter what Robert Kanigel calls the “credo 
of rational efficiency,” that in my view drives Manichaean politics in which hatred 
is easier to activate than public love. Public love holds in tension an end (like win-
ning an election) with values like recognition of the intrinsic dignity and worth of 
even one’s enemies. The Manichaean mindset is central to the efficiency culture. 
The task of developing citizen politics is challenging but not impossible. 
Today, public life is full of danger signs. “Americans are losing faith in democ-
racy—and each other,” write Nathaniel Persily and Jon Cohen in the Washington 
Post. Their polling shows dramatic erosion of faith in government and other institu-
tions—the media, organized religion, public schools, banks, unions, and big business. 
“The problem is even worse,” they continue. “Americans do not trust each other. Fully 
67 percent say ‘you need to be very careful in dealing with people.’” Young adults 
are the most distrustful of all.4 Apocalyptic warnings abound. “We are entering the 
age of strong men,” says the conservative David Brooks, pointing to Putin, Erdogan, 
el-Sisi, Xi Jinping, Kim Jong-un, and Donald Trump. “In America the basic fabric of 
civic self-government seems to be eroding following the loss of faith in democratic 
ideals.”5 On the left, Samuel Freeman sees renewed relevance for Frankfurt School 
pessimism, holding that “capitalist consumer culture makes emancipation impos-
sible because it generates false needs that become strong desires.”6 Pankaj Mishra in 
Age of Anger sees a metastasizing rage against modernity. “Existential resentment 
. . . [is] caused by an intense mix of envy and sense of humiliation and powerless-
ness . . . as it lingers and deepens [it] poisons civil society and undermines political 
liberty and is presently making for a global turn to authoritarianism.”7
To overcome the dangers we must break the grip of the Manichaean mindset 
and efficiency’s hold on politics by embedding science, technology, work, and politics 
in civic life, face-to-face contexts, what Sara Evans and I call free spaces, where people 
of diverse beliefs and interests, working together for purposes far larger than efficiency, 
develop agency.8 Efficiency, as Neal Postman puts it, generates the idea that “society is 
best served when human beings are placed at the disposal of their techniques and tech-
nology . . . worth less than their machinery.”9 People and relationships must come first.
Free spaces, relational contexts with room for self-directed action and devel-
opment, are also places for what John Dewey called experimental inquiry. As Roudy 
Hildreth explains, such inquiry is a starting point for democratic values to critique 
fictions like the idea that the goal is to do things ever faster and more efficiently. It 
begins a process of action, reflection, and action.10 Here I use Dewey’s 1902 speech 
“The School as Social Center,” where he identifies a site for such mingling, learning, 
and experimental inquiry as the school “thoroughly socialized . . . in contact at all 
points with the flow of community life,” different than schools of his time which 
he saw as under “control . . . by the state.”11 
In Dewey’s Dream, Lee Benson, Ira Harkavy, and John Puckett describe Dewey’s 
rationale for such schools: “It is not the judicial, legislative, and administrative State 
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but rather the complex schooling system of American society that . . . must function 
as the strategic subsystem of the society.”12 Benson, Harkavy, and Puckett also criti-
cize Dewey for putting aside school experiments when he left Chicago for Columbia 
University in 1904. Dewey’s loss of working relationships with Hull House weakened 
his vision. The inspiration of Hull House runs throughout his Social Center address.13
To build a movement for such schools (and other free spaces) we need a politics 
that revolves around citizens’ interests and capacities, not a politics dictated by the 
credo of efficiency. In the following, I sketch the unraveling of civic and public life and 
the rise of Manichaean politics associated with the efficiency creed, culminating in 
smart machines used with the singular goal of making things faster, cheaper, and more 
effective to achieve a narrow objective. Then I make a constructive case for action in 
three parts. First, I explore resources in Dewey’s work for what Yvonne Hofstetter, one 
of the Scientific American authors, calls “the fight for our freedom against the rise of 
intelligent machines.” These include belief in the vast capacities of every person, social 
intelligence, and his critique of detached experts. Second, I begin to develop the idea 
of a movement for the school as civic center as one example of face-to-face relational 
sites. Such a movement builds on today’s community schools movement and proposes 
another stage through explicit attention to Dewey’s four functions of schools as social 
centers: places for interaction, creation of ethical culture, inquiry about larger context, 
and addressing challenges of the changing world of work. Such schools also need a fifth 
role, enlarging Dewey’s understanding of citizenship with citizen-centered politics. 
Finally, I argue that for the community schools movement to go to a next stage requires 
citizen politics enriched by insights of democratic movements. These include non-
violence and the politics of the freedom movement, community organizing, cultural 
politics, deliberation, and public work. I also note the appearance of more relational 
politics in mainstream elections that point to reawakening democracy as a way of life. 
The Politics of Efficiency: Mobilizing  
and the Manichaean Mindset
If our hearts shall turn away so that . . . we worship the 
gods of pleasure and profits and serve them, we shall 
surely perish out of the good land. 
—John Winthrop, 1633
We are all involved in this political corruption. None of 
us can stand aside; our feet are mired in the same soil, 
and our lungs breathe the same air.
—Jane Addams, 1902 
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The struggle to make technology the subject, not the master, of human beings and 
civic values is as old as the nation, as John Kasson has described in Civilizing the 
Machine.14 In today’s world the threats to civic and democratic values from tech-
nology also take new forms.
Technological transformation brings many benefits, from ease of commu-
nication across the world (pooling knowledge, communicating with my relatives 
and friends in South Africa), to vast increases in capacities to diagnose disease, 
explore the universe, and clean the environment. The problem, from a political 
perspective, is that digital technology is both immensely powerful and simultane-
ously reductive. It creates a tool for manipulation on a new scale, especially when 
governed by the efficiency principle.
“The datafication of everything . . . leaves behind whatever can’t be quanti-
fied,” writes Sue Halpern in the New York Review of Books last December.15 For 
instance, datafication relies on proxies used to represent vastly more complex 
realities, with biases of the programmers written in. Today, algorithms are used 
to predict who will commit a crime, influence sentencing, determine hiring, and 
determine one’s credit rating. Cathy O’Neil begins Weapons of Math Destruc-
tion with the story of Sarah Wysocki, an elementary school teacher in Washing-
ton. Though she received excellent reviews from her principal and from parents, 
Wysocki got a termination notice because her score in the system for evaluation of 
teachers generated by an algorithm outweighed positive evaluations from humans. 
The algorithm, developed by Mathematica Policy Research, may well have used 
test results of her students compared to their scores the year before, when others 
taught them. It could be wrong on many grounds. Did earlier teachers doctor the 
test numbers upward to protect themselves? Did several of her students have a bad 
day when they took the test (the small numbers would radically skew her score)? 
No one knows; such algorithms are kept secret. “Verdicts . . . land like dictates from 
the algorithmic gods,” writes O’Neil.16 
While algorithms reduce vast complexities to proxies, the thinning of social 
relationships themselves has also been underway for decades.17 Loneliness is espe-
cially acute among young people, and new technologies contribute.18 Jennifer L. 
Cline, in “Losing Face: How Facebook Disconnects Us,” reports results of a series 
of focus groups and individual interviews she did with college students which 
illustrate this dynamic. She asked young adults if they preferred social media or 
face-to-face communications. Almost everyone said they preferred face-to-face 
connection, but they also expressed a good deal of anxiety about how to engage 
others face-to-face—and saw social media as the easy and convenient way out. 
“These young adults acknowledged wishing they felt more competent when relat-
ing to others face-to-face,” Cline says. “Unfortunately being ‘out of practice’ cre-
ated a vicious cycle in which lack of social competence led to greater dependence 
on social media use which led to even more interpersonal awkwardness.” Extensive 
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social media use led to curating one’s self-presentation and in turn to feelings of 
greater vulnerability. Such self-curation also feeds “an increase in internal incon-
gruence because they know that their real selves, the selves they actually know and 
experience, are different from the idealized selves they present.” Looking at oth-
ers’ posts and comparing the idealized self-presentations to themselves results in 
a diminished sense of personhood. These dynamics create an anonymous on-line 
culture, in which “users post things . . . that they would never say in real life . . . 
aggressive comments, rude insults, and aggressive opinions.”19 
In The Public and Its Problems Dewey decried the development of impersonal 
systems, “those ‘great impersonal concerns’ . . . which now pervasively affect the 
thinking, willing, and doing of everybody.” He believed “opinion has been regi-
mented as well as outward behavior.”20 The digital revolution increases capacities 
of political powers to regiment opinion and behavior, undermining “the collective 
intelligence” which Dewey saw as the heart of a democratic society.
Today, algorithms are able to sort through vast amounts of data collected 
through evidence, like bread crumbs in the fairy tale, which internet users leave 
behind in the sites they visit, the information they post on Facebook, the brands 
they buy, who they talk with, and what they read and watch. Google alone pro-
cesses more than 24 petabytes of data a day, thousands of times the quantity in the 
US Library of Congress.21 As the Scientific American authors put it, “for collective 
intelligence to work, information searches and decision-making by individuals 
must occur independently. If our judgments and decisions are predetermined by 
algorithms . . . this truly leads to a brainwashing of the people.” Collective intelli-
gence requires social diversity. “Pluralism and participation are not . . . to be seen as 
concessions to citizens but as functional prerequisites for thriving societies.” They 
observe that “today, algorithms know pretty well what we do, what we think, and 
how we feel—possibly even better than our friends or family or even ourselves . . . 
We are being remotely controlled ever more successfully.” These dynamics central-
ize power and point toward other dangers. “A centralized system of technocratic 
behavioral and social control using a super-intelligent information system would 
result in a new form of dictatorship,” they warn.22 Peter Levine adds, “Precisely 
because the power [of data-driven behavioral economics] is soft, imperceptible, 
cheap and ubiquitous, we don’t resist it.”23
Short of dictatorship, without necessarily malevolent intent, algorithms are 
used by governments to shape behavior. The Scientific American authors cite gov-
ernmental “nudging,” a concept championed by policy advisor Cass Sunstein in 
the Obama administration. “Under the label of ‘nudging’ and on massive scale, 
governments are trying to steer citizens toward healthier or more environmen-
tally friendly behavior . . . The new, caring government is not only interested in 
what we do but also wants to make sure that we do the things it considers to be 
right.” On a much larger scale than anything yet planned in the US and with more 
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sinister motives, the Chinese government is planning for every citizen to receive 
a “Citizen Score,” monitoring behavior of people on the internet and the behavior 
of their social contacts. The Citizen Score will determine whether people can get 
loans, jobs, or travel visas.24
Today, the politics of the internet in the aftermath of Russian interventions 
in the US 2016 election has become front page news. Less known, “kompromat” 
or a “fog” of disinformation is spread by new technologies to manufacture public 
cynicism and confusion through fake news stories and other methods. “By eroding 
the very idea of a shared reality and by spreading apathy and confusion among a 
public that learns to distrust leaders and institution alike,” writes Amanda Taub, 
“kompromat undermines a society’s ability to hold the powerful to account.”25
Such dangers are exacerbated by expert detachment from civic life, a dynamic 
with old roots. Jane Addams in 1902 warned about the emergence of a class of pro-
fessionals, or “experts” as she described them, who saw themselves outside the life 
of the people. She said the corrupt ward boss, whom she battled constantly, was 
more democratic than the outsider, because at least he participated in the life of 
the people.26 
Addams’s warnings applied to a group of architects of a new way of seeing 
the world that replaced “politics” with efficiency-minded administration. “We all 
have to follow the lead of specialists,” wrote Walter Lippmann, an editor of the New 
Republic, the leading journal of progressive intellectual opinion. In his view, a grow-
ing body of opinion “looks to the infusion of scientific method, the careful applica-
tion of administrative technique.” In the modern world, science became the model 
for liberal thinking, and “only those will conquer who can understand.” The maga-
zine touted the outlook of engineering and the image of the state as a “machine.”27 
Nevertheless, in the US substantial countertrends to the machine model con-
tinued through the 1930s and 1940s in both rural life and urban settings. Among 
intellectuals a movement of what Andrew Jewett called “scientific democrats” looked 
at science not as value-free techniques but as cultural practices like free inquiry and 
cooperative experiment. Scientific democrats gained substantial footholds in USDA 
and other federal agencies, described later. On the ground in local communities, pro-
fessionals like home economics agents in cooperative extension were often “citizen 
professionals,” whose main interest was in helping communities develop a capacity 
for self-directed public work. They challenged conventional yardsticks of success. As 
Isabel Bevier put it, home economics gave extension work in land grant colleges “an 
idealism and a cultural element . . . as well as a new measuring stick. Heretofore, results 
had been largely in terms of livestock or crops; hereafter, the measure of successful 
agriculture was the kind of life produced.”28 I return to this submerged history later.
Especially following World War II, the machine image became dominant, 
merging with the credo of efficiency which assumes ends as uninterrogated givens 
and focuses on making means ever more efficient.29 “The kind of life produced” 
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disappeared as a measuring stick. Looking back at the twentieth century’s end, 
Kanigel observes that “it is only modest overstatement to say that we are all Tay-
lorized . . . from assembly-line tasks timed to a fraction of a second to lawyers 
recording their time by fractions of an hour, to standardized MacDonald’s ham-
burgers, to information operators constrained to grant only so many seconds per 
call.”30 Thus, when the Center for Democracy and Citizenship joined with the 
National Issues Forums and other groups to organize discussions on the purposes 
of higher education, people were surprised at the question itself. Dave Senjem, the 
Republican minority leader of the Minnesota Senate, said “‘What’s the purpose 
of higher education?’ is a profound question that we’ve never discussed in all my 
years in the legislature.”31
The efficiency creed shaped North Atlantic definitions of democracy and 
politics. In 1960, Seymour Martin Lipset defined democracy as a system of elec-
tions with little intellectual dissent in Political Man.32 Similarly, politics was relo-
cated in the state.33 The New Republic articulated the consensus: “the business of 
politics has become too complex to be left to the pretentious misunderstandings 
of the benevolent amateur.”34
 In fact a few did dissent, like Bernard Crick in his great 1962 work, In Defense 
of Politics. Recalling earlier understandings and drawing on Hannah Arendt as 
well as Aristotle, Crick described politics as “a great and civilizing activity” that 
involved engagement of diverse interests to achieve some public goal. Crick argued 
that politics is about plurality, not similarity. He defended politics against a list of 
forces including nationalism, technology, mass democracy, conservative, liberal, 
and socialist ideologies.35
Yet state-centered democracy dominated and produced the major strand of 
liberalism, “mass politics,” which stresses universal claims, distributive justice, 
individual rights, and a consumer view of the citizen. Thus, long before the inter-
net, mass politics was reductionist, holding citizens to be singularly concerned 
with fulfilling needs and wants, not with questions of purpose, creativity, civic 
contribution, or meaningful work. In such politics, the emphasis is on distribu-
tion to citizens conceived as customers, not on agency or citizens as cocreators.36
I experienced mass politics from the inside. Though I had life-shaping experi-
ences with citizen politics in the civil rights movement, I also participated in a con-
sequential development in mass politics when Citizens for a Better Environment in 
1974 invented the modern canvass powered by a formula. The canvass involves paid 
staff going door to door on an issue, raising money and collecting signatures. The 
formula that makes it work identifies an enemy or “target” and defines the issue in 
radically reductionist, good-versus-evil terms in order to produce a majority of “50% 
+1.” Over the past four decades many canvass operations have developed, includ-
ing environmental and consumer organizations and the Public Interest Research 
Group (PIRG) network on college campuses. For years I defended the canvass and, 
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implicitly, the formula which makes it efficient, and co-authored Citizen Action and 
the New American Populism with Steve Max and Heather Booth, founder of the 
Midwest Academy training center which was the hub for spreading the method. I 
remember well the urgency we felt in the face of massive mobilization by large cor-
porate interests to roll back environmental, consumer, affirmative action, progressive 
tax, and other legislation in the early 1970s. We saw the canvass as an efficient way 
to fight back on a large scale and in fact it did produce successes on environmental, 
consumer, and other issues, even during the Reagan presidency. We estimated that 
the canvass reached 12 million households a year in the mid-eighties.37 
Over time I also came to see problems. I described these in 2001, in “A Tale of 
Two Playgrounds,” a paper for the American Political Science Association. The efficiency 
rationale has unintended consequences. The Manichaean formula polarizes civic life, 
objectifies and abstracts “the enemy,” erodes citizenship, and communicates that poli-
tics is warfare. Indeed, I founded the youth civic and political education initiative Public 
Achievement, with an organizing team, as an explicit alternative to Manichaean politics.38 
New technologies dramatically increase the reach of the Manichaean formula. 
It is used in robo-calls, internet mobilizations, cable TV and talk radio, Michael 
Moore’s documentaries, and Karl Rove’s “axis of evil” framework after 9-11. It shaped 
the election of 2016. A report by Chuck Todd and Carrie Dann, “How Big Data Broke 
American Politics,” details the increasingly polarized campaigns and politics over the 
last two decades. “Polarization isn’t new, but it’s definitely worse than it was 20 years 
ago,” they write. “And thanks to technology and the manipulation of demographic 
data, those charged with the setting and resetting of American politics . . . have set 
the stage and conditioned the country for a more permanent polarized atmosphere.”39
Linda Honold, a major leader in progressive politics, described to me her disil-
lusionment with the polarizing Manichaean formula and its expression in mobiliz-
ing approaches with a 50% + 1 rationale. Former chair of the Wisconsin Democratic 
Party, she led implementation of what is called the Wisconsin Blueprint Project, 
developed by 125 progressive leaders from labor unions, the League of Conserva-
tion Voters, Planned Parenthood, Wisconsin Citizen Action, and others. Honold, 
as a young single mother on welfare, had used programs like CETA, Pell grants, aid 
for dependent families, and public universities to get out of poverty. After time in 
business and getting a doctorate in organizational theory, she joined the progres-
sive activist world out of desire to champion such programs. But her tenure as state 
chair of the Democratic Party was frustrating. “It used a 50% + 1 approach that 
didn’t engage people.” Many groups in the progressive coalition use the good ver-
sus evil formula. Indeed, a handbook called Heroes Narrative, used by progressive 
groups around the country, frames every issue as a struggle of heroes versus vil-
lains.40 Even groups which don’t use the canvass use a mobilizing approach, getting 
people out to rallies, town meetings, press conferences, and other events. Honold 
says that while the 50% + 1 formula is entrenched, some leaders are beginning to 
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ask questions. Her own research has shown how it feeds public anger at govern-
ment, which candidates like Scott Walker have tapped with success. In the conclu-
sion I describe signs of an alternative emerging in mainstream electoral politics.41
In this context, the work of John Dewey represents a tradition vital to recall.
John Dewey against the Technocrats
John Dewey was not naïve about conflict and power, as Hildreth shows in his essay, 
“Reconstructing Dewey on Power,” and Jeanne Oakes and John Rogers also dem-
onstrate in their 2003 Dewey Lecture and later their book, Learning Power.42 He 
also sensed novel dynamics of power in an information society, where power is not 
simply a zero-sum scarce good that requires a bitter struggle in which gains are 
matched by losses on the other side. Rather, knowledge power is increased through 
shared transactions. Dewey believed in what he called “the social” quality of knowl-
edge production and dissemination through education. He argued that recognizing 
knowledge’s social quality was key to the future of democracy. 
A passion for the relevance of ideas, for intellectual work that actually makes 
a difference in the real world, was a constant theme for Dewey. “The work of his-
tory,” he argued, “was to free the truth—to break down the walls of isolation and 
of class interest which hold it in and under.” But truth only becomes free, he added, 
when it “distributes itself to all so that it becomes the Commonwealth.”43  Such a 
perspective on “truth” and “knowledge” made Dewey a sharp critic of knowledge 
“for its own sake” and experts detached from public life.44
There was, throughout Dewey’s career, a deep respect for ordinary people’s 
values, their activities, and their intelligence.45 Dewey’s democratic faith grew 
from his conviction that everyday citizens have what might be called a relational 
way of acting and seeing often missing in more educated groups. As he put it in a 
tribute to Jane Addams, cofounder of Hull House, her belief in democracy derived 
from her “deep feeling that the simple, the ‘humble’ peoples of the earth are those 
in whom primitive impulses of friendly affection are the least spoiled, the most 
spontaneous.”46 
Dewey sought to ground intellectual life in the activities and work of com-
mon people. In his view, the entire tradition of philosophy had made an invidi-
ous—and invalid—distinction between thought and action, intellect and work. “The 
depreciation of action, of doing and making, has been cultivated by philosophers,” 
Dewey wrote in The Quest for Certainty, his attack on the idea that inquiry can be 
separated from the social context.47
Dewey’s basic argument, profoundly democratic in its implications, is that 
all knowledge—“academic” no less than “practical”—is the product of an interplay 
of experience, testing and experiment, observation, reflection, and further action. 
This process can be summarized as experimental inquiry. All have the capacity to 
participate in such inquiry. 
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 Building on these premises about the social nature of knowledge, “social 
intelligence,” and its action orientation, Dewey developed a dynamic vision of 
democracy as “a way of life,” not simply a form of government. John Dewey’s phi-
losophy led him into fierce debates with the technocratic strands of liberalism. 
By the late 1920s, many social scientists advanced a “democratic realist” position 
that ordinary people are in the grip of blind instincts and need guidance. Thus in 1934, 
Walter Shepherd, in his presidential address to the American Political Science Associa-
tion, declared that “government demands the best thought, the highest character, the 
most unselfish service that is available” and called for “an aristocracy of intellect and 
character.”48 Walter Lippmann developed a more sophisticated argument, but one that 
was even more challenging to Dewey’s belief in democracy as a way of life. Lippmann 
observed that most people possessed very limited information. Their vision of the “real 
world” was distorted by “artificial censorship, the limitations of social contact, the com-
paratively meager time available in each day for paying attention to public affairs, the 
distortion arising because events are compressed into short messages, the difficulty of 
making a small vocabulary express a complicated world, and finally the fear of facing 
those facts which threaten the established routine.”49 Lippmann’s solution was to have a 
“form of expertness between the private citizen and the vast environment in which he 
is entangled.” Citizens’ minimal role was to be measured in efficiency terms: “To sup-
port the Ins when things are going well; to support the Outs when they seem to be going 
badly.” The test of government was whether it delivered the goods.50 
Dewey addressed technocratic critics of active, participatory democracy 
in several ways. In response to the pretensions of credentialed intellectuals and 
academics, he made action, not detached thought, the foundational experience of 
human beings. As his biographer Alan Ryan put it, the person “makes sense of the 
world for the sake of acting productively on the world.”51 
In response to social scientists’ arguments that most people are in the grip of 
raw instincts, Dewey’s book, Human Nature and Conduct, proposed that “habits,” 
not “instincts,” shape most of human behavior.52 Dewey argued that habits can be 
developed through “intelligent action.” This has proven fertile for educational inno-
vation. Thus, Deborah Meier, the great democratic educator, founder of the Central 
Park East schools in East Harlem and Mission Hill School in Boston, has demon-
strated the fruitfulness of the concept of habits in her schools for democracy.53
I believe that Dewey’s most significant strategy, building on the Hull House 
settlement and also the Lab School he founded in Chicago, came earlier, in the 
concept of “schools as social centers.”
The Community School Movement  
and Schools as Social Centers 
Today school policy debates embody the efficiency imperative, sharply eroding older 
memories of schools as free spaces, civic meeting grounds where people develop agency. 
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Voucher champions like Education Secretary Betsy DeVos argue that they 
“empower parents” through school choice, but this means seeing the market as the 
best mechanism for allocating resources. As Deborah Meier observed, “The notion 
that we can leave it to the whims of individual parent choice in marketplace fashion 
is problematic. Good parents are inclined to put their own children’s immediate 
interests first.”54 By promoting a voucher system, leaders like DeVos or Cory Booker 
on the Democratic side turn citizens into customers.55
Most policy makers on the pro-public school side who tout democratic val-
ues like diversity and inclusion also seek to design efficient means, like high stakes 
testing with little interest in lay citizens’ input. Luke Bretherton describes how 
school reform efforts led by lay citizens reveal the deep expert-knows-best bias in 
schools. “What comes across time and again is the hostility ‘non-experts’ provoke,” 
he says. Bretherton argues that increasing public support for schools will require 
a shift from the technocratic, top-down mindset to approaches which involve the 
diverse citizenry in school change and school life.56
It is useful to recall that citizen politics was in fact central to the develop-
ment of American education. As Lawrence Cremin described in Transformation 
of the School, “the politics of education . . . exhibited unique tendencies over the 
past century,” by bringing together a wide assortment of people with radically dif-
ferent interests and views. “In almost every state citizens organized to do battle in 
the cause of public schools. The political coalitions they formed frequently drew 
together the oddest collections of otherwise disparate interests.” The movement for 
schools, with mechanisms for popular power like local school boards and parent 
teacher associations, left an indelible mark of popular ownership and agency. “By 
the artful device of lay control the public was entrusted with the continuing defini-
tion of the public philosophy taught its children,” writes Cremin. “In this political 
process by which the public defines the commitments of the schools . . . one finds 
the decisive forces in American educational history.”57
Citizen politics is stirring again in the “community schools” movement, 
across divides of party, race, class, and region. I realized its possibilities when I was 
talking with my nephew Luke Truan. Luke, like many in his Georgia county of 
Gwinnett (the congressional district, the seventh, has been represented by a Repub-
lican in Congress since 1994), leans Republican and conservative. But he doesn’t 
like labels. “What makes it difficult for me to identify with one political party is 
that politicians on both sides of the aisle switch what they support very often.” He 
observes that politicians dispute the existence of common ground even when it is 
pointed out in public settings. 
His community and Camp Creek Elementary school, where his son Erik goes 
to school, reflect a changing demographic mix. Education also has “moved to the 
forefront” of his interests since Erik started his elementary school career. The school 
is strongly connected to the community, with many ways for parents and others 
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to get involved. The grocery store has a Camp Creek night. Parents come in and 
out of the school without having to get permission. Almost half the families were 
involved in support of a school play this spring. Luke has become friends with the 
school staff as well as the teachers. Luke, long active in IT security work, is worried 
about loss of relationships in the high tech world. “I believe building relationships 
with people and not technology is one of the most important activities that we need 
to do. I would love to see a national campaign of ‘Get offline and Get connected’ 
really take off with the younger generation.” He also believes that Camp Creek’s 
use of technology is a model. “Their usage of technology to get the community and 
parents involved is a great example of how to use technology to connect people.”58
I see Luke as part of a growing movement for community schools. For instance, 
the Coalition for Community Schools works with hundreds of schools across the 
country and dozens of partners. One is Communities in Schools, a coalition which 
involves more than 2500 schools in projects to bring community resources into 
schools. Partners also include the National School Board Association and the 
National Parent Teachers Association. The coalition has identified more than 5000 
community-oriented schools which meet their broad criteria. Community schools, 
in their view, “provide expanded learning opportunities that are motivating and 
engaging,” not only during school hours, but also after school and in summers. 
They “offer essential health and social supports and services.” They “engage families 
and communities as assets in the lives of their children and youth.” The coalition 
has a commitment to “college, career, and citizenship,” based on the concept that 
“21st century skills will not only guide [students] through their post-secondary and 
professional career, but that they will make them better . . . citizens in a democratic 
society.” Community schools have formed many partnerships with colleges and 
universities, and the university-assisted Community School Network, organized by 
the coalition and the Netter Center for Community Partnerships at the University 
of Pennsylvania, includes 70 colleges and universities. “There is a new energy and 
growth,” said Ira Harkavy, a pioneering leader in school-higher education partner-
ships who founded the Netter Center and helped to create the coalition. Since its 
official launch in 1997, the coalition has adopted a “large tent” approach which invites 
community schools with a variety of approaches and types (it includes public, char-
ter, parochial, and private schools), that agree with the core principles of expanded 
learning opportunities, parental involvement and a “whole child” philosophy.59 
I believe that Dewey’s concept of schools as social centers can help to move 
the community school movement to another level of importance in our time of 
democratic crisis.60 
Schools as Social Centers 
Education was central to the democratic way of life in Dewey’s view. In “Democracy 
in the Schools,” he said democracy “has to be enacted anew in every generation, 
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in every day and year, in the living relations of person to person in all social forms 
and institutions.” For Dewey, education was at the center of democratic society; 
democracy was the spirit of education.61 Dewey advanced the idea of schools as 
social centers to equip citizens with resources for action in a world that was more 
and more impersonal. His four core elements remain relevant today.
Throughout his 1902 lecture, Dewey drew on the example of Hull House. He 
saw the settlement as a space for sustained, face-to-face mingling among diverse 
populations in cities like Chicago, and contrasted such space with the forced and 
destructive “Americanization” which he believed was occurring when different races 
and cultures encountered one another in impersonal and antagonistic settings. For 
example, in factory-like schools where children are instructed with rote learning and 
have little chance to interact, young people “are frequently left floating and unstable 
between the two [their immigrant cultures and the dominant culture]. They even learn 
to despise the dress, bearing, habits, language and beliefs of their parents.” In contrast, 
at Hull House “the new labor museum . . . show[s] the younger generation something 
of the skill and art and historic meaning of the older generations . . . Many a child 
has awakened to an appreciation of admirable qualities hitherto unknown.” Thus, 
for Dewey, the first element of schools as social centers involved creating a “means 
for bringing people and their ideas and beliefs together, in such ways as will lessen 
friction and instability and introduce deeper sympathy and wider understanding.”62 
In today’s context, where the “relational” is being replaced with the “informa-
tional,” such an idea of educational sites as places for mingling, developing under-
standing, and building human relationship has renewed importance. The concept 
of the school as such a site can make explicit and intentional the animating spirit 
of community schools as a counter to technocratic patterns.
Second, the school as social center provides, in Dewey’s view, an antidote 
to the loss of “the old agencies” like family and religious groups, which for all 
the faults Dewey the modernist saw in them, served to keep young people “living 
decent, respectable, and orderly lives.” Schools embedded in communities must 
supply young people with “compensation for the loss of reverence and the influ-
ence of authority.” Dewey suggested school activities such as “the social club, the 
gymnasium, the amateur theatrical presentation, the concert” and others to gen-
erate ethical behavior and values.63 
Such a project of ethical civic repair is more relevant than ever in our age of 
eroding relationships and cyberbullying. As I will show, a citizen politics perspec-
tive also goes beyond Dewey’s modernist bias. He saw schools replacing family and 
faith. Schools embedded in community life can strengthen, not replace, mediating 
institutions such as families, congregations, and others.
Third, Dewey observed that “life is getting so specialized, the divisions of labor 
are carried so far, that nothing explains or interprets itself . . . Hence we must rely 
upon instruction, upon interpretations that come to us through conscious channels” 
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to gain some sense of the larger workings of institutions and society as a whole.64 If 
the early twentieth century seemed complicated, today’s world represents a quantum 
leap in complexity. But here the enormous popular interest in and use of the internet 
suggests a deep desire to gain understanding of our modern condition, supplemented 
by popular history, science, and geography channels, museums, reading groups, and 
a host of other adult education experiences. Just as Hull House equipped new immi-
grants a hundred years ago with knowledge of the whole, schools embedded in the 
life of communities hold potential to be centers for vitally important adult learning.
Finally, for Dewey, schools as social centers needed to equip people to cope 
with a changing world of work. Using examples like lawyers and doctors who “must 
go on studying all his [or her] life,” Dewey argued that “what is true of the lawyer 
and the doctor . . . is true . . . of all sorts and degrees of people. Social, economic, 
and intellectual conditions are changing at a rate undreamed of in past history. 
Now, unless the agencies of instruction are kept running more or less parallel with 
these changes, a considerable body of [people] is bound to find itself . . . left stranded 
and become a burden for the community to carry.”65 
In the age of robots and smart machines, the dangers Dewey saw more than 
a century ago are multiplying rapidly. Schools embedded in the life of communi-
ties which consciously attend to the challenges of the changing world of work can 
develop learning opportunities to help keep people up to date with new skills. If 
they become conscious sites of civic power and develop alliances with other groups, 
they also can push back against today’s economic logic in which efficiency, doing 
things ever faster and more cheaply regardless of the cost in human displacement, 
is the criterion for innovation. 
To accomplish this purpose and, more generally, to move the community 
movement as a whole to a next stage, “social centers” deeply woven into the fabric 
of communities and tied to other civic learning sites require a fifth role that enlarges 
Dewey’s citizenship with an explicit citizen politics. Social learning centers need to 
become “civic centers,” where people learn and practice such politics.
Citizen Politics 
Power properly understood is . . . the ability to achieve 
purpose . . . to bring about social, political, and economic 
change . . . the concepts of love have usually been iden-
tified with the resignation of power and power with the 
denial of love. [But] power without love is reckless and 
abusive, and love without power is sentimental and ane-
mic . . . It is this collision of immoral power and powerless 
morality which constitutes the major crisis of our time.
—Martin Luther King, “Where Do We Go From Here?”
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The gap between Dewey’s vision of participatory democracy and the means to 
realize it is often noted by biographers. “Dewey never actually developed, let alone 
implemented, a comprehensive strategy capable of realizing his general theory 
in real world practice,” write Benson, Harkavy, and Puckett in Dewey’s Dream.66 
Part of the problem, in my view, was that Dewey translated his conception 
of the person as problem solver into the view that the ideal human agent is the citi-
zen scientist. For instance, this is the emphasis throughout Culture and Freedom. 
He argued “the future of democracy is allied with the spread of the scientific atti-
tude. It is the sole guarantee against wholesale misleading by propaganda.”67 The 
habits Dewey cited as part of the scientific attitude—willingness to suspend belief, 
to look at evidence and go where it leads, to hold ideas as provisional hypotheses, to 
enjoy new problems—are important attributes of the democratic citizen. But they 
are also cognitive habits. In Public Achievement, the civic education youth initiative 
in which young people choose issues they want to address and are coached by older 
people, we have seen how young people’s development of civic agency, the capacity to 
work across differences to address problems and shape their environments, includes 
cognitive skills but also involves community and civic organizing skills. These include 
“power mapping,” learning the culture of everyday environments, one-on-one inter-
views and active listening, developing and sharing public narratives, public speak-
ing, mutual accountability, and the capacity to act in open environments with many 
versions of right and wrong.68
Most significantly, Dewey, ref lecting the progressive world in which he 
worked, made a definitional mistake by removing “politics” from civic life. Dew-
ey’s definition can be found in “School as Social Center.” “I mean by ‘society’ the 
less definite and freer play of the forces of the community . . . that have nothing to 
do with politics or government,” Dewey said. He proposed that citizenship needed 
to be defined more broadly, “to mean all the relationships . . . involved in member-
ship in a community.”69 
Dewey was right to define citizenship as grounded in the free play of com-
munity life. But he was wrong to see community life as apolitical. One consequence 
was that he defined the political world in ideological terms and made a faulty dis-
tinction between modern and traditional communities in the political work of 
creating a democratic society. During World War I, he sought to get the federal 
government to intervene in the politics of the Polish community, intervening on 
the side of liberal groups against conservative and Catholic ones. He championed 
public schools and opposed parochial ones. He became embroiled in a polemic with 
the Catholic church. As Alan Ryan says, “The Catholic church still struck Dewey 
as a threat to human intelligence and social reform. . . . The church’s leaders and 
rank-and-file Catholic intellectuals returned his distaste.”70 
To develop the “social intelligence” required to counter the rising control 
of smart machines driven by the efficiency principle we need an understanding 
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of politics much broader than ideology, capable of overcoming bitter divisions. 
Dewey intimates this need in his essay, “Creative Democracy,” which begins this 
lecture. But his great insight needs to be translated into politics. For instance, 
this involves recognizing the rich and powerful challenge to technocracy by con-
servatives and Catholics. 
Dating from writers like Edmund Burke, the English conservative who cham-
pioned “little platoons” of communal life against the modern age, communitarian 
conservatives have taken intellectual leadership in the fight against technocracy 
and the displacement of human beings by scientific triumphalism. Peter Berger and 
Richard Neuhaus, codirectors of the Mediating Structures Project of the American 
Enterprise Institute, illuminated the colonizing, destructive power of government 
and technocracy on human communities. As Berger and Neuhaus observed, acting 
out of bureaucratic imperatives justified by ideologies of equality, justice, and the 
public good, the state tends to expand its power, scope, and authority at the expense 
of small-scale “structures of daily life” such as families, congregations, neighbor-
hoods, and cultural and voluntary groups. But costs are high: “A growing trend 
toward legally enforced symbolic sterility in public space” that denies the authority 
of communities; the weakening of family and small-group bonds and the widen-
ing intrusions of experts and professionals into the most private realms of life.71 
Subsequently, intellectuals such as Bill Schambra, Bob Woodson, Mary Ann 
Glendon, and Yuval Levin have developed these themes. Michael Joyce, president of 
the Bradley Foundation, which Hillary Clinton famously designated as the “heart 
of the right wing conspiracy,” put them into a vivid polemic. “Americans are sick 
and tired of being told they’re incompetent to run their own affairs. They’re sick and 
tired of being treated as passive clients by arrogant, paternalistic social scientists, 
therapists, professionals and bureaucrats.”72 It is impossible to understand the left-
right divide today without attending to the appeal of such arguments. 
Important strands of Catholic social thought point beyond ideological divides, 
to a democratic citizen politics which puts the conservative critique of technocracy in 
conversation with other currents of thought. For instance, in his 1995 New York Times 
opinion piece, “The Pope vs. the Culture of Death,” Paul Baumann called on Catholics 
to bring their critique of the efficiency gospel and its embodiment in materialism and 
technocracy into a larger democratic movement.73 Pope Francis’s climate encyclical 
Laudato Si’ is a brilliant continuation of this tradition. Laudato Si’ welcomes scientific 
and technological discovery while contextualizing these in a larger cultural context.74 
In addition to insights from Dewey and conservative and Catholic thought 
which I have highlighted, I propose five other elements of citizen politics:
Nonviolent “Developmental Politics” 
Though we didn’t use the term, I first learned “citizen politics”75 in the citizen-
ship schools of the freedom (civil rights) movement which had a central focus 
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on developing agency.76 Charles Payne, pointing to citizenship schools, freedom 
schools, and other experiences which developed capacities for action, identifies what 
he calls “developmental politics,” another term for citizen politics. He locates such 
politics in the “organizing” dimensions of the movement, contrasted with “mobi-
lizing” activities like demonstrations, sit-ins, and freedom rides.77 The difference 
between mobilizing and organizing is now well-established in the literature, though 
in the larger world it is muddied by the fact that most mobilizing efforts call them-
selves “organizing.”78 Such citizen politics is full of tension and conflict. It involves 
relationship building and development of public capacities among self-organizing 
citizens to solve public problems and to create and sustain public goods and civic 
institutions, the mediating structures held dear by conservatives.
Citizenship schools taught nonviolence as a philosophy different than paci-
fism, the refusal of violence in any circumstance, and also different than current 
theory and practice which define nonviolence as simply tactical.79 Nonviolence in 
the movement tradition involves spiritual, moral, and psychological disciplines 
that refuse to demonize opponents or see them in reductionist terms. In Stride 
toward Freedom, Martin Luther King develops a profound account of the spiritual 
and moral disciplines of such a philosophy, what can be called public love. Public 
love involves nonviolence as struggle, not inaction; understanding opponents, not 
seeking to defeat or humiliate them; distinguishing between evil actions and the 
persons who commit the actions; and a sense of personal redemption gained from 
refusal to hate. “Hate . . . corrodes the personality and eats away at its vital unity,” 
King wrote. “The nonviolent approach . . . first does something to the hearts and 
souls of those committed to it. It gives them new self-respect. It calls up resources 
of strength and courage they did not know they had.”80
In Power and Love, Adam Kahane describes his work over decades as a 
designer, facilitator, and organizer of practical social change projects building on 
the “power and love” framework.81 His efforts took him from Canada to India, 
from Guatemala to South Africa. Some initiatives had striking results, as in the 
Canadian initiative on climate change and the birth of the sustainable agriculture 
movement. They testify to the power of nonviolent political strategy and philoso-
phy when carefully developed and practiced as a framework which brings together 
groups of widely varying views, backgrounds, and interests.82 This insight overlaps 
with the relational organizing philosophy of the broad-based community organiz-
ing network, the Industrial Areas Foundation.
Relational Organizing
In one project in South Africa, Kahane worked closely with Ishmael Mkhabela, the 
leading South African figure in the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF) network. 
“Mkhabela’s approach to co-creating new social realities is to build and unite the 
power of multiple actors so that they can realize both their own potentials and 
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the larger potential to the system of which they are a part.” He quotes Ed Chambers, 
successor to Saul Alinsky who founded the IAF. Community leaders in relational 
organizing, says Chambers, expand power understood as the capacity to act, “power 
to,” not “power over.” “In this fuller sense ‘power’ is a verb meaning ‘to give and 
take,’ ‘to be reciprocal,’ ‘to be influenced as well as to influence.’”83
 These insights represent the further development of organizing efforts 
rooted in the Great Depression. Saul Alinsky began his work in “Back of the Yards,” 
an area of 90,000 impoverished, mostly Eastern European, Catholic immigrants in 
the shadow of meat packing companies. He helped to organize an array of groups 
into the Back of the Yards Neighborhood Council (BYNC), first in a campaign to 
support a union organizing drive that brought together Catholic priests, small busi-
ness, housewives, youth, communist organizers, the American Legion, and labor 
rank and file in a freewheeling mix. This model of diverse groups working together 
in a “people’s organization” continues to be the heart of the IAF.84 Alinsky’s first 
book, Reveille for Radicals, emphasized the need for popular organizations to be 
rooted in and to work through local community life. “The foundation of a People’s 
Organization is in the communal life of the local people,” argued Alinsky. “There-
fore the first stage in the building of a People’s Organization is the understanding 
of the life of a community, not only in terms of the individual’s experiences, habits, 
values and objectives but also from the point of view of the collective habits, expe-
riences, customs, controls and values of the whole group, the community tradi-
tions.” Alinsky’s view was shared by intellectuals and activists who helped shaped 
the civil rights movement two decades later.85 But it differed from Dewey’s impulse 
to take the side of liberals in communities.
In the 1960s, Alinsky shifted his emphasis. His second book, Rules for Radi-
cals, was “written in desperation” as an attempt to create a “realistic” primer for 
radicals.86 The irony was that his “realism” embodied the estrangement of mass 
society, consumer society, mass politics, and the uprooted person. As his biogra-
pher Sandy Horwitt has described, Alinsky had given up on local communities and 
mediating structures.87 In Rules, Alinsky proposed a strategy to unite the “have 
nots” and the “have some, want mores” in alliance against the “haves,” a reductive, 
Manichaean politics that made it a handbook of mobilizing left and right today, 
including the Tea Party.88
After his death, organizers and leaders in the Industrial Areas Foundation 
went back to organizing, creating new knowledge about public leadership devel-
opment, power, public life, and other concepts and practices.89 Luke Bretherton, 
one of community organizing’s finest theorists, contrasts its citizen politics, what 
he calls “the politics of a common life,” with claims that today’s “problems are so 
overwhelming and so urgent that they are beyond the scope of widespread delib-
eration and human judgement . . . and instead [require] a ‘neutral,’ top down pro-
cedure.” He observes that alarmism “can involve leaving it all up to the market to 
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decide or trying to find a one-size-fits-all technocratic administrative solution.” 
Bretherton argues that technocracy displays “the modernist prejudice: the need to 
abandon tradition and eviscerate rather than reform existing institutions in order 
to inaugurate the ‘new,’ ‘the modern,’ or the ‘progressive’ solution.”90
There are also limits in broad-based organizing’s politics from the vantage of 
culture and social change. It largely accepts Alinsky’s assumption that the broader 
culture cannot be changed. Organizers and leaders make a distinction between 
“building organizations” of the poor and powerless, their aim, and “movements,” 
which they see only as fleeting and transitory. The challenge of spreading citizen 
politics on a scale sufficient to tame the new technologies is to bring nonviolent 
citizen politics and community organizing together with concepts and practices 
that can translate them into a movement to effect widespread changes in the fabric 
of society. Such a movement needs cultural politics.
Cultural Politics
Arjun Appadurai stresses the dynamic, future-oriented qualities of culture, under-
stood as meaning systems at multiple levels from the local community to the whole 
society, as well as its close relationship to agency. He argues that “it is in culture 
that ideas of the future, as much as of those about the past, are embedded and nur-
tured.” Combining insights drawn from cultural theory with deeply appreciative 
participatory action research conducted in partnership with shack dwellers, Appa-
durai developed the concept of the “capacity to aspire . . . conceived as a cultural 
capacity especially among the poor [who] find the resources required to contest 
and alter conditions of their own poverty.” This challenges conventional ways of 
thinking about culture. As Appadurai puts it, “For more than a century, culture 
has been viewed as a matter of one or another kind of pastness—the key words here 
are habit, custom, heritage, or tradition.” In contrast, Appadurai stresses culture’s 
open, interactive, dynamic, and created qualities tied to agency. “Empowerment 
. . . has to take some local cultural form to have resonance, mobilize adherents, and 
capture the public space of debate.”91 Cultural power, like relational power, high-
lights power’s generative, open qualities. Such power is power to create identities, 
narratives, practices. 
The theory and practice of intercultural development has kinship with Appa-
durai’s cultural politics. It stresses skills and identity shifts like those experienced by 
Jane Addams and others in Hull House, as people from diverse backgrounds learned 
how to negotiate a culturally pluralist space.92 “Addams’s own initial sense of supe-
riority [over poor immigrants] had been grounded partly in her rarified cultural 
accomplishments,” writes Louise Knight in her biography of Jane Addams. “Perhaps 
nothing so dramatically marked the significant transformation of her ideas . . . as her 
eventual abandonment of that attitude.” Addams wrote, “The uncultivated person 
is bounded by a narrow outlook, unable to overcome differences in dress and habit, 
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and his interests are slowly contracting within a circumscribed area.” In contrast, 
she saw a cultivated person as “a citizen of the world because of his growing under-
standing of all kinds of people and their varying experiences.” Knight says “she was 
describing herself . . . but also many of the working people of the Nineteenth Ward.”93 
Finally, cultural politics points to a kind of storytelling different than the 
Manichaean model of the heroes narrative. The heroes narrative asserts that “every 
great story, from The Iliad to Star Wars, is told with ‘heroes and villains.’” In fact, 
this radically reductionist account obliterates the complexity of great narratives 
by using an abstract binary model which sees no complexity on “the other side” 
and purifies one’s own. By way of contrast, Charles Wilkinson, in his splendid 
book Blood Struggle: The Rise of Modern Indian Nations, shows how many Native 
American tribes have found inspiration in Charles Eastman’s Soul of the Indian. 
Eastman names oppressive structures. He portrays both Indian life and European-
American communities as full of complexity and contradiction. He shows com-
monalities between Indian values and strands of European American culture like 
Christianity, with a story of hope and inclusion.94
How might public policies foster citizens as agents of their own political, civic, 
and cultural development? Deliberation as a strand of citizen politics holds insights. 
Deliberative Politics
Public deliberation, a version of citizen politics which contrasts sharply with today’s 
inflamed public discussion, is widely discussed today in Deweyan circles. The Ket-
tering Foundation, a pioneer in the field, describes deliberation as not only formal 
public settings but also everyday conversations in which people are “weighing pos-
sible consequences against what is deeply important to them . . . mulling over or sort-
ing out what they hear, perhaps changing their minds as they learn about someone 
else’s experience. Eventually, they may settle on some work that they need to do.”95 
Such public talk cultivates skills of listening and judgment, as Derek Barker, a politi-
cal theorist at the Kettering Foundation, describes in an essay contrasting delibera-
tive politics based on “mutual understanding” with agonistic politics of liberalism or 
the search for the solidarity of republicanism. “Mutual understanding,” Barker says, 
“strikes a mean between the unitary collective identity of republican civic virtue and 
the generalized individualism of the liberal virtues. . . . We need not agree with one 
another but as members of a discursive community, we make a good faith effort to 
actually understand [others’] beliefs and worldviews. . . . We should have the cognitive 
skills and habituated experiences to effectively communicate across our differences.”96
At moments such public conversation has been joined with concepts of gov-
ernment as an empowering partner, neither a dependency-creating deliverer of 
services nor an enemy of citizen initiative. For instance, in Planning Democracy: 
Agrarian Intellectuals and the Intended New Deal, Jess Gilbert recounts how, from 
1938 to 1941, a group of agrarian leaders in the Department of Agriculture, most 
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of whom saw themselves as “Deweyans,” worked with land grant colleges, coop-
erative extension workers, and community leaders to develop an initiative on rural 
America. “They create[d] and promote[d] an alternative understanding of reality, 
or counter-narrative that challenges the dominant society,” writes Gilbert. The 
opposite of detached experts, “they strongly supported historical traditions local 
knowledge, regional cultures, cohesive communities, and other illegible [James 
Scott’s term] practices like family farming. Nor did the agrarian New Dealers place 
‘supreme confidence’ in science, much less in industrial farming.” They were, in 
short, participatory democrats. “Their vision of democratic planning stood sec-
ond to none in its promise of transforming rural American into a more egalitarian 
society [with] a wider distribution of power and resources for common people.”97 
The “intended New Deal” effort described by Gilbert included farm organi-
zations and unions, churches, youth clubs, professional and business groups, and 
government agencies, training about 60,000 discussion leaders, involving over three 
million people. Parallel “Philosophy Schools” on large topics related to challenges 
of modern society for 35,000 extension agents and others sought to broaden profes-
sionals’ perspectives beyond the disciplinary boundaries in which they had been 
socialized. As Jewett describes the spirit of these efforts, “Many . . . understood the 
term ‘science’ to include the social forces that shaped the application—and perhaps 
even the production—of scientific knowledge.” In such a “dynamic concept of sci-
ence,” said Charles Kellogg, a leading soil scientist in the USDA, “the relevancy of 
fact is as important to truth as fact itself.” For Kellogg, “so what?” questions need 
always to be added to the question “Is it so?”98
Such New Deal efforts helped to bring older ideas of government of and by the 
people into the twentieth century. They conveyed the idea that democracy is some-
thing people make together. USDA initiatives launched a process of participatory land 
use planning across the country that helped to birth soil conservation districts and 
plans for preventing soil erosion, fertility depletion, and protection of family farms. In 
turn, these created precedents for a later tradition of government-as-partner which we 
built on in the New Citizenship initiative from 1993 to 1995 with the Clinton Domestic 
Policy Council and the civic engagement committee of the Obama 2008 campaign. 
Efforts of the New Citizenship are described in Carmen Sirianni and Lew Friedland’s 
Civic Innovation in America. Peter Levine’s writings on his civic engagement blog 
and in his book, We Are the Ones We’ve Been Waiting For, bring these traditions to 
the field of “civic studies.”99 These create a subterranean current of civic possibility 
in the age of the smart machine. They are enriched by public work.
Civic Politics as Public Work
The labors of settlers who cleared lands, who built towns and villages, wells, meeting 
halls, and roads sustained a “problem-solving politics” as gritty, practical activity. As 
David Mathews has put it, “Nineteenth-century self-rule . . . was a sweaty, hands-on, 
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problem-solving politics.” The way citizen politics could integrate everyday interests 
with larger civic purposes is vivid in the case of schools. “The democracy of self-rule was 
rooted in collective decision making and acting—especially acting,” writes Matthews. 
“Settlers on the frontier had to be producers, not just consumers. They had to join forces 
to build forts, roads, and libraries . . . They also established the first public schools. Their 
efforts were examples of ‘public work,’ meaning work done by not just for the public.”100 
As earlier mentioned, public work traditions were embodied in 1930s educational 
practices in cooperative extension. C. B. Smith and M. C. Wilson, two national exten-
sion administrators with the USDA, described such work as “a new leaven at work in 
rural America . . . the cooperative extension work of the state agricultural colleges and 
the federal Department of Agriculture, which is being carried on in cooperation with 
the counties and rural people.” They saw it as “stimulating to better endeavor in farming 
and home making, bringing rural people together in groups for social intercourse and 
study, solving community and neighborhood problems, fostering better relations and 
common endeavor between town and country, bringing recreation, debate, pageantry, 
drama and art into the rural community, developing cooperation and enriching the 
life and broadening the vision of rural men and women.”101
My colleagues and I at the Center for Democracy and Citizenship (now the 
Sabo CDC at Augsburg College) have worked with and developed the concept of 
public work since the late 1980s, in civic organizing efforts that integrate nonviolent 
citizen politics, community organizing, cultural development, and deliberation. 
Our partnerships have also translated the public work approach into a variety of 
settings, from schools and colleges to local governments, professions, businesses, 
and foundations. These civic experiments are detailed in Boyte et al., Pedagogy of 
the Empowered (Vanderbilt University Press, forthcoming in 2018). At the heart 
of all these efforts is the idea of public work as not simply deliberating, or gaining 
power but as co-creating the world, a dynamic which transforms people’s sense of 
victimhood into a sense of themselves as responsible and powerful civic agents.
Our work began with the observation that success in civic change depends 
on cultural changes in settings where people work. Specifically, to effect democratic 
change requires making work “more public” in multiple senses—more public in its 
purposes, more open and interactive, and more political, in the sense of work by a 
diverse public with often contending interests. To accomplish this , it is necessary 
to reconceive of institutions as living, dynamic, and highly complex communities, 
with norms, values, leadership, and cultural identities.
One key strategy involves sustained work with professionals, as highlighted 
by Albert Dzur in his theorizations of professional work.102 The work of profession-
als affiliated with the Citizen Professional Center—Bill Doherty, Tai Mendenhall, 
Jerica Berge, Shonda Craft, and others—shows what public work can look like both 
in professions and institutions. The center was founded by Doherty, a leading family 
therapist and professor at the University of Minnesota. Doherty and his colleagues 
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developed the public work framework in family and health professions, based on the 
idea that the energy and talent of families and communities are the most important 
resource for addressing complex problems. Citizen professionals are catalysts and 
organizers who work with lay citizens, not on them or for them. Over the years the 
center created partnerships with a wide variety of communities and groups, includ-
ing middle-class families worried about the erosion of family life in a hypercom-
petitive, individualist culture; Native Americans in the Twin Cities, who have led 
a campaign for abatement of diabetes; African American fathers fighting cultural 
messages which degrade fatherhood; and Hennepin County in Minnesota, reorient-
ing their professionals as “citizen professionals” who do not have all the answers to 
complex problems. In every case, their work has combined on-the-ground develop-
ment of civic skills and leadership with high level cultural organizing and politics, 
finding ways to frame concerns which resonate widely with Americans concerned 
about increasing materialism, consumerism, and individualism. “For me the key 
starting point is to ask professionals to think about their work as a contribution to 
the capacity for democratic living,” Doherty told me. After organizing a large, cross-
partisan movement called “Citizen Therapists Against Trumpism” in 2016, aimed not 
at a candidate but at the larger divisive, authoritarian trends in society, Doherty and 
his colleagues have renamed their effort Citizen Therapists for Democracy and have 
come to focus on overcoming the deeply ingrained Manichaean politics of today. The 
first large scale effort began in rural Ohio, in a weekend interaction between Trump 
and Clinton supporters to explore possibilities for common ground.103 
The Citizen Therapists also present a challenge and invitation to all professionals 
to think about the public dimensions of their work. For instance, over the last decade, 
our colleagues in public work have theorized the concept of “civic science” as an impor-
tant way to reframe the work of scientists as citizens' work, engaging many different 
views and ways of knowing, learning skills of collaborative action. Civic science was 
the theme of an National Science Foundation workhop in 2014.104 A public work poli-
tics which builds on and integrates these elements holds potential to weave schools into 
the life of communities and connect schools, at every level, with other civic learning 
sites. While a co-creative, public work politics needs to be embedded in every aspect 
of society, it can also help to transform formal politics itself, which for all its current 
dysfunction, represents the way societies, at every level, debate and discuss their future. 
A Democratic Awakening?
The complex and vital challenges we face cannot be 
addressed effectively by any one leader or organization 
or sector, and so we need to build our capacity for co-
creation . . . Walking Together. 
—Adam Kahane, Power and Love
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Signs abound of a yearning for human relationships as an antidote to increasing imper-
sonality, as Jennifer Cline found in her discussions with young adults and college stu-
dents. David Mathews, in The Ecology of Democracy, building on years of the Kettering 
Foundation’s research, calls relational environments “the wetlands” of democracy, 
drying up with the spread of technocratic systems. Dewey was getting at this in his 
social center address, when he described the “freer play of the forces of the commu-
nity which goes on in the daily intercourse of men in an endless variety of ways.”105 
Nancy L. Rosenblum, in a recent talk at Duke University, “Good Neighbors: The 
Democracy of Everyday Life in America,” theorizes such wetlands as neighborhoods, 
where there is an “unchoreographed dance of give and take [and] our encounters are 
direct, personal, and carried on outside formal institutions.” Rosenblum gives wonder-
ful examples of being good neighbors drawn from literature and poetry of what she 
calls “the democratic ethos of reciprocity among neighbors.” For instance, in Willa 
Cather’s My Antonio, Grandma Burden “disregards her neighbors’ origin, former social 
status, and character overall, and concentrates on what ‘decent folk’ can expect from 
one another day to day.” Burden accords her neighbors considerable latitude, but when 
one family could not break their pattern of dependency, her view shifted from reciproc-
ity to charity. “The inversion of moral hierarchy is striking,” says Rosenblum. “Reci-
procity among ‘decent folk’ supersedes love. Neighborliness is demoted into Christian 
charity.”106 In Rosenblum’s argument, collective agency is more important than “help.”
Rosenblum makes a sharp distinction between everyday democracy and the 
larger arena of politics and citizenship, seeing citizenship as having “something 
of the character of a public office [which] extends beyond formal political arenas 
to public accommodations and, increasingly, the universe of organized groups 
and associations.” She argues that “neighbor is not an office,” nor is neighborly 
action “training in or derivative of civic virtue.” Citizenship theory in her view 
“prescribes the replication of political principles and structures of authority . . . to 
an ever-widening array of public institutions, to civil society, and the family.” The 
“democracy of everyday life,” by contrast, “is democracy’s personal, individual, 
human substrate. Its earthy material.”107
Here, theoretical innovations emerging from years of democratic practices 
which build agency, individual and collective, which transforms widespread feel-
ings of victimhood, shift the terms of debate beyond the liberal view of citizenship 
as legal status, or the communitarian or republican one which Rosenblum is chal-
lenging, citizenship as a normative claim in communities. Our new field of civic 
studies, drawing on grounded theoretical traditions of agency, advances the fluid, 
agentic, and open concept of citizen as co-creator. For instance, public work does 
not rest on the classical distinction between private and public life understood as 
the realm of civic virtue. Rather, it is an action idea aimed at enhancing relational 
power. In the Industrial Areas Foundation, public is the space of diverse interests, 
views, and backgrounds where we bring our interests and passions, rather than 
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putting them aside in the name of civic virtue. The principles of agentic action in 
a public world are different than private life. In the former, one best employs con-
cepts such as accountability, respect, recognition, and relational power. Private life 
is the terrain of intimacy and personal love. Again and again in Public Achievement 
and other public work initiatives in societies as diverse as Poland, Burundi, the 
Palestinian territories, and the United States, we have seen how public life under-
stood in these terms and citizenship not as an “office” but as co-creation, provides 
extraordinarily powerful resources for relational action. 
Themes of communal freedom and civic agency rarely make it into the public 
forums of elections, but there are exceptions. Linda Honold was inspired to see an 
alternative to mobilizing and Manichaean politics in the Obama 2008 campaign 
and the campaign in 2012 Minnesotans United for All Families, which success-
fully opposed a constitutional ban on same sex marriage.108 Both Obama 2008 and 
MN United incorporated “organizing” dimensions, consciously breaking with 
Manichaean-style mobilizing. They demonstrated that organizing elements can 
be integrated into highly goal-directed and large scale efforts like elections. Orga-
nizing has a focus on building public leadership of participants. It allows space for 
self-organizing activity, even in political campaigns. It uses cultural methods such 
as storytelling (“public narrative”). It builds public relationships across difference. 
Finally, of crucial importance, campaigns built on relational civic politics convey 
some version of public love, resting on the premise that those on “the other side” are 
not the enemy. Rather, they are complex and full of possibilities. Both campaigns 
were extremely successful by conventional measures, going from enormous deficits 
in polls to large victories. Such campaign methods, using relational citizen politics, 
require campaign messages that are consonant, conveying hope, inclusion, and 
agency. Obama 2008 conveyed “yes we can.” MN United developed a “promarriage” 
message after they asked skeptics about gay marriage the reasons for their skepti-
cism. This was the first time skeptics had been asked their reasons, after 30 straight 
campaigns based on mobilizing and Manichaean approaches had been defeated. 
MN United conversations showed that worry about marriages was a key concern. 
After the dismal election of 2016 and before the inauguration of Donald 
Trump as president, suggestions of the need for citizen politics appeared fleet-
ingly in the national discussion. On January 11, President Obama gave a farewell 
address at Chicago’s McCormick Place. Speaking to young Americans, he struck 
an inspirational tone. “I’ve seen you in every corner of the country,” he said. “You 
believe in a fair, just, and inclusive America . . . and you are willing to carry the hard 
work of democracy forward.” He proposed that any threats to democracy could be 
countered by “the most important office,” being a citizen.109
Obama conveyed progressive themes, arguing that “race relations are better 
than they were, but we’re not where we need to be.” He called for appreciation for 
science and reason. Two days later Governor John Kasich spoke in Ohio, striking 
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Republican themes. He called for a balanced budget and tax cuts. He directed his 
remarks to business leaders, church groups, synagogues, and civic organizations. 
But beneath differences were parallel messages. “The best solutions in our coun-
try come not from the top down, but from a combination of the bottom up with 
the top responding,” Kasich argued. “We need to have the community engaged. 
Stick your nose in somebody else’s business.”110 I agree with Kasich, and also with 
Obama when he said, on the fiftieth anniversary of the March on Washington in 
2013, that “change comes to Washington, not from Washington.”111 To transform 
education, to promote schools as civic centers, and to spread citizen politics more 
generally, it is important for electoral campaigns to emerge from the civic side, not 
simply from politicians. 
A messy, complex but important example from the civic side appeared in 
Georgia in 2016 after the popular Republican governor Nathan Deal put on the bal-
lot a constitutional amendment to allow the governor to take charge of “chronically 
failing” schools and the tax revenue which supports them. Under his plan, called 
the Opportunity School District, failed schools would either be run directly by a 
new state agency or be converted to charter schools under management contracts, 
also open to profit-making businesses. Deal claimed that passage would “empower 
parents” and end “an inexcusable crisis” that left 67,000 kids trapped in cycles of 
poverty and crime. With support from large corporations and leaders in national 
charter school groups, Deal’s proposed amendment was expected to pass easily, fol-
lowing a charter school initiative in Georgia in 2012 which Deal had championed. 
The Georgia Teachers Association began with a defensive tone, but as 
the campaign progressed and citizen organizers and local civic leaders became 
involved, the framework stressed a more positive theme of local power. The oppo-
sition named their group the Committee to Keep Georgia Schools Local. They 
described the amendment as a power grab and pointed out that the amendment 
proposed a false solution, with no constructive ideas for changing troubled schools 
like better teaching methods, teacher training, or more community tutoring. The 
local school coalition attracted a highly diverse group of supporters, including 
not only the union but also black clergy and inner city leaders, the Georgia Par-
ent Teacher Association, rural school boards—more than 40 passed resolutions 
opposing it—and key Republican strongholds. The amendment was defeated with 
over 60% voting in opposition. 
Gerald Taylor, a veteran community organizer, former director of the Industrial 
Areas Foundation’s southeastern region, and a pioneer in IAF’s relational organizing 
approach, served as a consultant to the local school coalition. He observes that the 
campaign shows how far there is to go. After the election conflicts broke out between 
some parent-teacher groups and others. But the campaign also showed the potential 
of a highly diverse coalition to bridge what many have seen as intractable racial and 
urban-rural divides, using the theme of local power in education. It demonstrated 
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that “good politics” can be “smart politics.” In Taylor’s view, the key to the coalition 
success was the shift from a typical mobilizing approach to an approach that encour-
aged local creativity (for instance there was a fight about whether to allow yard signs, 
opposed by traditional campaign consultants associated with the effort but which 
local communities won), engagement with local cultures, and local leadership. The 
campaign also emphasized contextualizing technology, metrics, and communication 
with what Taylor calls “social knowledge,” stressing a larger vision of schools. “We 
argued that schools are much more than buildings or even places to teach kids,” he 
said. “They are rallying centers in rural communities and inner cities. They are eco-
nomic engines. They are community assets where people have ownership.”112 
It is positive to have national figures like Obama and Kasich emphasize citi-
zens’ initiative. It is even more promising to see coalitions like the Committee to 
Keep Georgia Schools Local raise the power of local communities to shape their 
educational fate. 
Local civic learning sites—intimated by the campaign and more broadly 
beginning to emerge in the community schools movement—create foundations 
for a larger democratic awakening. They suggest one crucial strategy for the “fight 
for freedom” in the age of smart machines.
Acknowledgments
I want to express great appreciation for feedback on this lecture, though I take 
responsibility for the argument. I especially thank Marie Ström, Dave Thelen, John 
Schwarz, Ira Harkavy, Gerald Taylor, Paloma Dallas, Steve Kelley, Isak Tranvik, and 
Roudy Hildreth. Thanks also to Derek Barker, Bill Doherty, Joni Doherty, Albert 
Dzur, Mike Gecan, Paul Graham, Linda Honold, Andrew Jewett, Jason Lowry, 
Scott Peters, Sally Prouty, David Randall, Trygve Throntveit, Len Waks, Dianna 
Gilroy, and Liza Hagerman.
Notes
1.  Dirk Helbing, Bruno S. Frey, Gerd Gigerenzer, Ernst Hafen, Michael Hagner, Yvonne 
Hofstetter, Jeroen van den Hoven, Roberto V. Zicari, and Andrej Zwitter, “Will Democracy Sur-
vive Big Data and Artificial Intelligence?,” Scientific American, February 25, 2017, https://www 
.scientificamerican.com/article/will-democracy-survive-big-data-and-artificial-intelligence/. 
2.  O. Carl Simonton, Stephanie Matthews-Simonton, and James L. Creighton, Get-
ting Well Again (New York: Bantam Books, 1978), 5. See Valerie J. Nelson, “O. Carl Simon-
ton Dies at 66; Oncologist Pioneered Mind-Body Connection to Fight Cancer,” Los Angeles 
Times, July 3, 2009; and, more generally, David Servan-Schreiber, Anti-Cancer: A New Way 
of Life (New York: Viking, 2008).
3.  These are brought together in the transdisplinary field of civic studies. See the 
Tisch College website, “What Is Civic Studies?”
John Dewey and Citizen Politics    41
Volume 33 (2) 2017
4.  Nathaniel Persily and Jon Cohen, “Americans Are Losing Faith in Democracy—
And Each Other,” Washington Post, October 14, 2016.
5.  David Brooks, “The Crisis of Western Civ,” New York Times, April 21, 2017.
6.  Samuel Freeman, “The Headquarters of Neo-Marxism,” New York Review of 
Books, April 1, 2017, 4.
7.  Mishra in Michael Ignatief, “Which Way Are We Going?” New York Review of 
Books, April 1, 2017, 1.
8.  Sara M. Evans and Harry C. Boyte, Free Spaces: The Sources of Democratic Change 
in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
9.  Postman qtd. in Robert Kanigel, The One Best Way: Frederick Winslow Taylor 
and the Gospel of Efficiency (New York: Viking, 1997), 16.
10.  R. W. Hildreth, “Reconstructing Dewey on Power,” Political Theory 37, no. 6 
(2009): 780–807.
11.  John Dewey, “The School as Social Center,” The Elementary School Teacher 3, 
no. 2. (1902): 2, http://www.cws.illinois.edu/IPRHDigitalLiteracies/dewey%201902%20
school%20as%20social%20center.pdf. 
12.  Lee Benson, Ira Harvaky, and John Puckett, Dewey’s Dream: Universities and Democ-
racies in the Age of Education Reform (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2007), 42.
13.  Roudy Hildreth observed Dewey’s shift in orientation from local experiment to 
national and international initiatives after he went to Columbia University, phone conver-
sation, April 12, 2017; Harkavy argues that Dewey’s loss of regular connection with Jane 
Addams and the inspiring example of Hull House, contributed significantly to his failure to 
build on the School as Social Center and work to develop a school as civic center movement.
14.  Adams qtd. in John Kasson, Civilizing the Machine: Technology and Republican 
Values in America, 1776–1900 (New York: Penguin, 1976), 36.
15.  Sue Halpern, “Thet Have, Right Now, Another You,” New York Review of Books, 
December 22, 2016, 3.
16.  Cathy O’Neil, Weapons of Math Destruction: How Big Data Increases Inequality 
and Threatens Democracy (New York: Crown, 2016), 3, 4, 5, 8.
17.  Shankar Vedantam, “Social Isolation Growing in U.S., Study Says,” Washington 
Post, June 23, 2006; Dhruv Khullar, “How Social Isolation Is Killing Us,” New York Times, 
December 22, 2016.
18.  Natalie Gil, “Loneliness: A Silent Plague That Is Hurting Young People the Most,” 
The Guardian, July 20, 2014. The Mental Health Foundation “found loneliness to be a greater 
concern among young people than the elderly. The 18 to 34-year-olds surveyed were more 
likely to feel lonely often, to worry about feeling alone and to feel depressed because of lone-
liness than the over-55s.”
19.  Jennifer L. Cline, “Losing Face: How Facebook Disconnects Us,” Counsel-
ing Today, August 26, 2014, http://ct.counseling.org/2014/08/losing-face-how-facebook 
-disconnects-us/. Similar findings from other sources are cited in Gil, “Loneliness.”
20.  Qtd. in Hildreth, “Reconstructing Dewey,” 293.
E&C    Education and Culture
42    H. C. Boyte
21.  Sue Halpern, “Are We Puppets in a Wired World?,” New York Review of 
Books, November 7, 2017, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/2013/11/07/are-we-puppets 
-wired-world/.
22.  Helbing et al., “Will Democracy Survive?,” 9, 10  online text.
23.  Peter Levine, “Democracy in the Digital Age,” in Civic Media, edited by Eric 
Gordon and Paul Milhallidis (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2016), 42.
24.  Helbing et al., “Will Democracy Survive?” 4, 3.
25.  Amanda Taub, “‘Kompromat’ and the Danger of Doubt and Confusion in a 
Democracy,” New York Times, January 15, 2017.
26.  Jane Addams, Democracy and Social Ethics (New York: Macmillan, 1902), 270.
27.  Lippman qtd. in John Jordan, Machine-Age Ideology: Social Engineering and 
American Liberalism, 1911–1939 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 
75, 76; magazine editorial from Jordan, Machine-Age Ideology, 78.
28.  Andrew Jewett, Science, Democracy, and the American University: From the Civil 
War to the Cold War (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010); Bevier qtd. in Scott J. 
Peters, “Recovering a Forgotten Lineage of Democratic Engagement,” in Corey Dolgon, 
Tania D. Mitchell, and Timothy K. Eatman, The Cambridge Handbook of Service-Learning 
and Community Engagement (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), p. 76. 
29.  According to Taylor, “The same principles” of scientific management “can be 
applied with equal force to all social activities: to the management of our homes; the man-
agement of our farms; the management of the business of our tradesmen, large and small; of 
our churches, our philanthropic institutions our universities, and our government depart-
ments.” Frederick Winslow Taylor, Principles of Scientific Management (New York: Harper 
& Brothers, 1947), 8. 
30.  Kanigel, One Best Way, 14.
31.  Qtd. in Harry C. Boyte, “When Deliberation Becomes Democracy,” Kettering 
Working Paper, July 4, 2016, 4.
32.  Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1960), 45.
33.  This process of relocation to the state is described in Harry C. Boyte, “A Different 
Kind of Politics: John Dewey and the Meaning of Citizenship in the 21st Century,” Univer-
sity of Michigan Dewey Lecture, Ann Arbor, November 1, 2002.
34.  Editorial qtd. in Jordan, Machine-Age Ideology, 78.
35.   Bernard Crick, In Defense of Politics (London: Continuum, 1962). 
36.  Thomas Spragens, Getting the Left Right: The Transformation, Decline, and Ref-
ormation of American Liberalism (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2009).
37.  See Harry C. Boyte, “A Tale of Two Playgrounds” (2001), https://eric.ed.gov/?id 
=ED458155.
38.  Boyte, “A Tale”; also Harry C. Boyte, Everyday Politics: Reconnecting Citizens and 
Public Life (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania University Press, 2004).
39.  Chuck Todd and Carrie Dann, “How Big Data Broke American Politics,” NBC 
News Report, March 15, 2017.
John Dewey and Citizen Politics    43
Volume 33 (2) 2017
40.  See Heroes Narrative, http://heroesnarrative.org/. 
41.  Phone interview with Honold, April 3, 2017.
42.  Hildreth, “Reconstructing Dewey”; Jeannie Oakes, John Rogers, and Martin 
Lipton, Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice (New York: Teachers College, 
2006).
43.  John Dewey qtd. in Lewis Feuer, “Dewey and Back-to-the-People Movement,” 
Journal of the History of Ideas, 20 (1959): 552.
44.  Dewey, “The Obligation to Knowledge of God,” Monthly Bulletin Student Chris-
tian Association 6 (November 1884): 24. 
45.  John Dewey, Introduction, The Living Thoughts of Thomas Jefferson (New York: 
Longmans, Green).
46.  Feuer, “Dewey,” 556.
47.  The Philosophy of John Dewey, edited by John McDermott (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1981), 357, 382.
48.  Shepard qtd. in Robert Westbrook, John Dewey and American Democracy (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1989), 285.
49.  Walter Lippmann, Phantom Public (New York: Macmillan, 1925), 106.
50.  Walter Lippman, Public Opinion (New York: Free Press, 1965), 196–97.
51.  Alan Ryan, John Dewey and the High Tide of American Liberalism (New York: 
Norton, 1995), 105–06.
52.  John Dewey, Human Nature and Conduct: An Introduction to Social Psychology, 
Middle Works 14:31–32, 286.
53.  Deborah Meier, “So What Does It Take to Build a School for Democracy?” Phi 
Delta Kappan 2003, 16; and personal interview, Boston, November 1, 2001.
54.  Deborah Meier, “Who Is Making the Decisions,” Education Week, February 28, 2007.
55.  On the disastrous effects of the efforts to engineer Newark’s public schools from the 
outside organized by then mayor Cory Booker, Governor Chris Christie, and Facebook founder 
Mark Zuckerberg, see “Assessing the $100 Million Upheaval of Newark’s Public Schools,” an 
interview with journalist Dale Russakoff, National Public Radio, September 21, 2015.
56.  Luke Bretherton, Review essay, Perspective on Politics 11, no. 3 (2013): 958. https://
doi.org/10.1017/S1537592713001722
57.  Lawrence A. Cremin, The Transformation of the School: Progressivism in Ameri-
can Education, 1876–1957 (New York: Knopf, 1962), 13, 12, 10.
58.  Luke Truan, email communications on February 28, March 1, April 7, 2017, used 
with permission.
59.  Description of coalition from Boyte interview with Ira Harkavy, April 14; and 
from Coalition for Community Schools materials drawn from the web site at http://www 
.communityschools.org/. Harkavy quote from the interview.
60.  Harkavy and  six co-authors, Lee Benson, John Puckett, Matthew Hartley, Rita 
Hodges, Francis Johnston, and Joann Weeks, describe the history of the coalition, its growth, 
and signs of broader ferment around the Deweyan concept of schools as civic centers in 
E&C    Education and Culture
44    H. C. Boyte
their forthcoming book, Knowledge for Social Change: Bacon, Dewey,and the Revolutionary 
Transformation of Research Universities in the 21st Century (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 2017), https://www.temple.edu/tempress/titles/2464_reg.html. 
61.  John Dewey, “Democracy in the Schools” (1937), in Intelligence in the Modern World: 
John Dewey’s Philosophy, edited by Joseph Ratner (New York: Random House, 1939), 717.
62.  Dewey, “The School as Social Center,” 3, 4, 6.
63.  Ibid., 4, 5, 6.
64.  Ibid., 5.
65.  Ibid., 6.
66.  Benson, Harkavy, and Puckett, Dewey’s Dream, xiii.
67.  Dewey, Culture and Freedom, 148; see his discussion in chapter 6, “Science and 
Free Culture.”
68.  See for instance, “Public Achievement in Fridley—Transforming Special Educa-
tion,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VaRimtavig8; Harry C. Boyte, “Against the Cur-
rent: Developing the Civic Agency of Students,” Change 40, no. 3 (2008): 8–15, https://eric 
.ed.gov/?id=EJ793192. 
69.  Dewey, “The School as Social Center,” 2. For “citizen politics” different than ide-
ology, see Boyte, “A Different Kind of Politics”; Luke Bretherton, Resurrecting Democracy: 
Faith, Citizenship, and the Politics of a Common Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015); Bernard Crick, In Defense of Politics (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1962). 
Roudy Hildreth, the preeminent theorist on Dewey’s theory of power, argues that Dewey 
did have at least a general sense of “politics” in associational life in society, though Hildreth 
agrees that Dewey lacked a detailed sense of “organizing.” Boyte phone conversation with 
Hildreth, April 13, 2017.
70.  For a detailed discussion of Dewey and the Polish community, see Westbrook, 
Dewey and Democracy, 212–23; for a discussion of Dewey’s war with Catholics, see Ryan, 
Dewey and High Tide, 336–43; quote from 336.
71.  Peter Berger and Richard John Neuhaus, To Empower People: The Role of Mediat-
ing Structures in Public Policy (Washington, DC: American Enterprise Institute, 1977), 6.
72.  Michael Joyce, from Project Public Life, the newsletter of the Center for Democ-
racy and Citizenship, December, 1992. 
73.  Paul Baumann, “The Pope v the Culture of Death,” New York Times, October 8, 
1995.
74.  Catholic social thought spotlights the efficiency problem while confounding left-
right divides. Pope Francis, in his 2015 encyclical, Laudato Si’: On Care for Our Common 
Home, describes the epistemological shift that prioritizes rational, informational approaches 
for dealing with human problems over relational and cultural approaches.
75.  Giovanni Sartori, in his history of the word politics, “What Is Politics,” Political 
Theory 1, no. 1 (1973): 1–36, details the horizontal relationships of equal citizens at the heart 
of the language of politics and associated ideas. Not until the nineteenth century did “politics” 
acquire “verticality,” or relations to the state. Bernard Crick, In Defense of Politics (London: 
John Dewey and Citizen Politics    45
Volume 33 (2) 2017
Continuum, 1962), sought to retrieve older meanings. Crick, drawing on Aristotle, stresses 
the irreducible plurality of politics as negotiation of diverse and particular interests.
76.  Katherine Charron, Freedom’s Teacher: The Life of Septima Clark (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2009).
77.  Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the 
Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997).
78.  Payne, I’ve Got the Light; see also Harry C. Boyte, Everyday Politics: Reconnecting 
Citizens and Public Life (Philadelphia: Pennsylvania University Press, 2004); Hahrie Han, 
How Organizations Develop Activists: Civic Associations and Leadership in the 21st Century 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).
79.  Gene Sharp, The Politics of Nonviolent Action: Part One, Power and Struggle (Bos-
ton: Porter Sargent Publishers, 1973); for discussions see April Carter, “The Literature on 
Civil Resistance,” in Civil Resistance & Power Politics: The Experience of Non-Violent Action 
from Gandhi to the Present, edited by Adam Roberts and Timothy Garton Ash (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 25–42; Mark Engler and Paul Engler, This Is an Uprising: 
Now Nonviolent Revolt Is Shaping the Twenty-First Century (New York: Nation Books, 2016).
80.  From Harry C. Boyte and Marie-Louise Ström, “Nonviolent Civic Life Work-
sheet,” Huffington Post, January 24, 2017.
81.  I greatly appreciate my Augsburg colleague Joachin Munoz’s introducing me to 
the nonviolent framework of “power and love” developed by Kahane, as well as the discus-
sions with colleagues in the Augsburg Civic Studies initiative over the 2016–2017 school 
year about these themes.
82.  Adam Kahane, Power and Love: A Theory and Practice of Social Change (San 
Francisco: Berrett-Kohler Publishers, 2010). 
83.  Kahane, Power and Love, 94, 95.
84.  BYNC described in Robert A. Slayton, Back of the Yards: The Making of a Local 
Democracy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 203.
85.  Payne, I’ve Got the Light, 68
86.  Saul Alinsky, Rules for Radicals (New York: Vintage, 1971).
87.  Qtd. in “The Professional Radical: Conversations with Saul Alinsky,” reprint of 
Harper’s from June–July, 1965, 9; interview with Father John Egan, South Bend, IN, August 
2, 1980.
88.  Saul Alinsky, “Is There Life After Birth?” Speech to the Centennial Meeting of 
the Episcopal Theological School, Cambridge, MA, June 7, 1967 (Chicago: I.A.F. reprint), 
12–13.
89.  For a summary of these, see Harry C. Boyte, CommonWealth: A Return to Citizen 
Politics (New York: Free Press, 1989). IAF has a rich intellectual life and practice across its 
networks. For instance, Jason Lowry, a young organizer with COPS in San Antonio—the 
pioneer in many modern organizing practices—told me he is using the idea of “public friend-
ship,” different than personal friendship, akin to “public love,” with a great deal of success. 
He draws from Hannah Arendt, Men in Dark Times (New York: Stellar Books, 1968).
E&C    Education and Culture
46    H. C. Boyte
90.  Bretherton, Resurrecting Democracy, 190.
91.  Arjun Appadurai, “The Capacity to Aspire,” in Culture and Public Action, edited 
by Vijayendra Rao and Michael Walton (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2004), 60–62, 
69. 
92.  I appreciate my Augsburg colleague, James Trelstad-Porter, for introducing me 
to the field of intercultural development.
93.  On the field of intercultural development, see Joseph J. Distefano and Martha L. 
Maznevski, “Creating Value with Diverse Teams in Global Management,” Organizational 
Dynamics 29, no. 1 (2000): 45–63.
94.  Heroes’ narrative quoted from site http://heroesnarrative.org/; for an alterna-
tive see Charles Wilkinson, Blood Struggle: The Rise of Modern Indian Nations (New York: 
Norton, 2005); and Charles Alexander Eastman, The Soul of the Indian, 1911 (Lincoln: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press, 1980).
95.  Kettering Foundation, “The Political Meaning of Democratic Practices,” https://
www.kettering.org/core-insights/democratic-practices, accessed April 14, 2017.
96.  Derek Barker, “Deliberative Justice and Collective Identity: A Virtues-Centered 
Perspective,” Political Theory 45, no. 1 (2017): 126.
97.  Jess Gilbert, Planning Democracy: Agrarian Democracy: Agrarian Intellectuals 
and the Intended New Deal (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), 8–9. See also Harry 
Boyte, “Democratic Awakening,” BillMoyers.com, October 14, 2016.
98.  Andrew Jewett, “The Social Sciences, Philosophy, and the Cultural Turn in the 
1930s USDA,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences 49, no. 4 (2013): 412.
99.  Carmen Sirianni and Lew Friedland, Civic Innovation in America (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2001); Peter Levine, We Are the Ones We’ve Been Waiting 
For (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); also see his website, http://peterlevine.ws/.
100. David Mathews, Reclaiming Public Education by Reclaiming Our Democracy 
(Dayton, OH: Kettering Foundation Press, 2006), vii.
101. Qtd. in Scott J. Peters, “Democracy and Higher Education: Traditions and Sto-
ries of Civic Engagement” (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2010), pp. 42–43.
102. See Albert Dzur, Democratic Professionalism: Citizen Participation and the 
Reconstruction of Professional Ethics, Identity and Practice (University Park: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2008); and http://bostonreview.net/blog/dzur-trench-democracy-1. 
103. For stories and literature, see the website of the Citizen Professional Center, 
http://www.cehd.umn.edu/fsos/projects/cpc/idea.asp 
104. A group of us initially brought together by Dave Thelen and including John 
Spencer at the University of Iowa, Scott Peters at Cornell University, Nick Jordan, Phil 
Zelazo, and Stephanie Carlson at the University of Minnesota, and Sherry Abbott at Syra-
cuse University, developed the concept of civic science, akin to the “scientific democrats” 
Jewett describes, as an understanding of science in service of human agency, individual and 
collective. Civic science also overlaps with strands of complexity science. 
105. Dewey, “The School as Social Center,” 2.
John Dewey and Citizen Politics    47
Volume 33 (2) 2017
106. Nancy L. Rosenblum, “Good Neighbors: The Democracy of Everyday Life in 
America” (unpublished lecture, Duke University), April 6, 2017, 3, 8, 9.
107. Rosenblum, “Good Neighbors,” 13, 17, 21.
108. For description of the Obama 2008 campaign, in which I served as codirector of 
the civic engagement policy group, see Harry C. Boyte, Citizen Agency and the Cult of the 
Expert, a working paper for the Kettering Foundation (Dayton: Kettering, 2009), https://
www.kettering.org/catalog/product/civic-agency-and-cult-expert; on Minnesota United, 
see Boyte with Hunter Gordon, “Citizen Politics: A New Minnesota Miracle?,” Huffington 
Post, August 9, 2012, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/harry-boyte/citizen-politics-a-new 
-mi_b_1756538.html. 
109. Nor Shelly, “Obama Urges Unity, Civic Engagement,” The Daily Northwestern, 
January 11, 2017.
110. Jo Engles, “Gov. John Kasich Says It’s Up to Citizens, Not Government, to Solve 
Social and Budget Woes,” WKSU Morning Edition, January 13, 2017.
111. Brett LoGiurato, “Obama: ‘The March On Washington Teaches Us That We 
Are Not Trapped By The Mistakes Of History,’” Business Insider, August 28, 2013, http://
www.businessinsider.com/obamas-speech-i-have-a-dream-50th-anniversary-march-on 
-washington-2013-8. 
112. On the Amendment 1 campaign, James Salzer, “It’s Teachers’ Union versus the 
Unknown in Georgia’s School Amendment Fight,” Atlanta Journal Constitution, October 
4, 2016; Ty Tagami, “Opportunity School District Rejected,” Atlanta Journal Constitution, 
November 8, 2016; phone interview (St. Paul, MN to Durham, NC) with Gerald Taylor, 
March 15, 2017.
 
Harry C. Boyte is a senior scholar in public work philosophy for the Sabo Center 
for Democracy and Citizenship at Augsburg College.
